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Training Salespeople 
D ECEMBER is the great shopping season of the year. Everyone shops 
for Christmas, and in spite of the 
campaign for early Christmas shopping 
which for years has been vigorously car-
ried on, most shopping is still done in 
December. 
Some people say that they love to 
shop; that they get a <real thrill and 
much pleasure from it. Others have quite 
the opposite feeling. They dread it, for 
it annoys and botlh.ers them. They find in 
it no pleasure at alL The first group are 
usually pleased and satisfied with their 
purchases, while the second find many 
excuses for returning their purchases say-
ing they were not suitable, they were not 
w>hat they wanted, or that they paid more 
than they could afford. 
If we would stop to analyze the reasons 
for our attitude toward shopping, I won-
der if it would not resolve itself into 
something like this: We like it when 
we have been fortunate in dealing with 
salespeople who have been quick to show 
us t'he thing that we asked for; alert in 
anticipating the things that we w0111ld like 
and so have not wasted our time in show-
ing us things in which we were not inter-
ested; salespeople who knew their mer-
chandise and could answer our questions 
regarding it intelligently, who showed us 
the new things on the market, and made 
helpful suug>gestions when we lhad been 
undecided. Or we dislike to shop when 
our experience has been quae the re-
verse; we may have been unfortunate in 
dealing with salespeople wJ10 have Lack-
ed the common courtesies, who have not 
been interested in our needs; who have 
been lacking in knowledge of their me<r-
chandise or who !have been over persua-
sive in encouraging us to buy aga~nst our 
better judgment. Whatever the {)ase may 
be, the sales-person has been a very im-
portant factor in our shopping experience 
not only of December but of every other 
month in the year. 
I have always been very m'uch interest-
ed in the salesgirl; in her attitude, wheth-
er it be that of courteous, businesslike 
friendliness or of that breezy, intimacy 
which is so distasteful, interested in the 
way she shows the merchandise and tlie 
information she can give. 
Two things have been very apparent; 
the confidence which many shoppers 
place in what the salespeople tell them 
regarding their merchandise; and the in-
competency of salespeople to give reli-
able information and sound advice. One 
often has the feeling that one must inter-
fere when a salesgirl makes an effort to 
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sell a garment which is most unsuitable 
to the purchaser either in line, color, or 
texture; or when a salesgi·rl insists that 
a piece of cloth is a very good buy when 
it really is a very poor one, and would 
give little service. The statement that 
over half of all the purchases made are 
through the influence of the salesperson, 
if true, indicates an unfortunate situa-
tion. 
MtUch is expected of the sales gkl. S!he 
must be courteous and gracious at all 
times; must have tact in handling people 
o~ different types and temperaments; and 
she must be able to give intelligent in-
formation concerning her merchandise 
and yet little provision has been made to 
train her. 
I remember with what gentilne satis-
faction I first learned that Vhe need or 
trained salespeople had been recognized 
and that that type of vocational educa-
tion had been started. While statistics 
showed there we·re more girls and boys 
going into selling positions than Into any 
other type of work, the need of training 
for this work was very slO'W in develop-
ing. 
In 1905, Mrs. Lucinda Prince organized 
the first class for salesgirls, an evening 
class that met at the Women's Industrial 
Union in Boston. It was not long before 
merchants became conscio'us of the bene. 
ficial results of this training to the extent 
that they wanted more of their sales-
people to have the advantage or it. Some 
of them even sent women to Mrs. Prince 
to be trained to direct the educational 
work in their stores. This work began to 
attract the attention of educators in Bos-
ton, as well as elsewhere. Teachers, 
r ecognizing the possibility for service in 
this field, {)arne to Mrs. Prince to receive 
instruction. The work developed to such 
an extent that in 1912 it was organized 
into a training school for teachers. Since 
that time a class of from 40 to 60 girls 
have taken the course each year. It Is 
now one of the graduate schools of Sim-
mons College in Boston. 
Merchants from all over the country 
have for years been doing ever:ything in 
their power to make shopping easy, pleas-
ant, and satisfactory fo•r their customers. 
They are beginning to see that the great-
est service they can give is to have back 
of their ·counters alert, interested, inteii:-
gent salsepeople. To secure these sales-
people they are employing the graduates 
of the Prince School to train the sales-
people in their stores. Merchants are 
realizing that training the salesperson to 
analyze her customers and make a tact-
ful approach is not all that is needed. 
"\'\'ell beg'un is half done," but the suc-
<:ess of the other half, depends largely on 
the ability of the salespeople to answe1· 
questions intelligently and to give good 
advice. 
Since at least two-thirds of the mer-
chandise of a department store consists 
wholly or in part of textiles, training in 
tc:xt iles is being considered a very im-
portant part of the educational prog>I1a.m. 
'!'here are dozens of questions which c•us-
tomers ask concerning quality, durability 
and suitability; questions concerning 
laundering · and cleaning possibilities, 
amounts of materials, reasons for !)rices, 
all of w!hich the salesgirl should answer. 
For the ready-to-wear department, the 
salesgirl should also be trained in the 
principles of color and design so that she 
may be able to help her customers choose 
becoming and attractive clothing_ 
We need only to stop to make this brief 
analysis of the salesgirl's job to see the 
e imporhince of this type of vacational 
training. While many stores have well-
organized educational departments, they 
are very few in compa'rison to the stores 
that do not have. The field has only bare-
ly been entered. There are but three 
schools in this co'untry that are training 
teachers for this work and the enrollment 
in tlhese schools is limited. Some of the 
department stores have as many a.s 1500 
to 2000 salespeople. Even if training 
classes have been started, it will take a 
long time to reach all. 
Recently in a discussion in a salesgi,d's 
class as to possible sources of mer-
chandise information, the point was em- . 
phasized that very often much valuable 
information could be gained by listening 
to what the customers had to say con-
cerning the merchandise. Since then I 
have felt a real responsibility to pass 
along any Utle information that was. J)OS-
s ible when I have gone shopping. 
As trained home economics teadhers, 
and homemakers, if we went shopping 
witlh the idea of giving, as well as of get-
ting of serving as well as of receiving 
serv'ice, much valuable information could 
be passed on. If given tactfully and in 
the right spirit, it would be willingly ac-
cepted. 
In our home economics work w a are 
trying to make better buyerrs, more in-
telligent shoppers; the educational work-
ers in the stores are trying to make bet-
ter sellers, more intelligent salespeople. 
'\\11en we have trained people on b:Jth 
sides of the co'unter, we will have reach-
ed the millenimum for shopping will be 
t'njoyed by all. 
